Army bacteria testing 
link to pneumonia rise? 


ANNISTON, Ala. (AP) — 
Recently declassified docu- 
ments indicate the Army 
conducted 12 open-air bio- 
logical warfare tests at 
Fort McClellan in 1952 — 
the same year pneumonia 
cases rose by 240 percent in 
Calhoun County in east Ala- 
bama, resulting in 29 
deaths. 

Bacteria used by the 
Army during the tests were 
capable of causing pneumo- 
nia, according to the docu- 
ments obtained by The 
Anniston Star under the 
Freedom of Information 
Act. 

There has been no scien- 
tific evidence of a link 
between the tests and the 
cases, but the Army con- 
ducted the tests despite 
debate within its biological 
warfare command over the 
safety of the bacteria, the 
Star said in a four-part 
series recently. 

The Army contends that 
any relationship between 


the illnesses and the testing 
was coincidental. 
Before the tests at 


McClellan, which lies adja- 
cent to Anniston, one top 
army officer tried to cancel 
all open-air field exercises 
involving this bacteria near 
populated areas, the news- 
paper said. 

Brig. Gen. William M. 
Creasey took the action 
when one civilian died after 
open-air tests in California 
in 1950, the Star said. A 
$300,000 lawsuit stemming 
from the death is now 
before the courts in San 
Francisco. 

The two organisms used 
in both tests were Serratia 
marcescens and Bacillus 
globigii. The latter still is 


considered harmless. But 
after the California tests in 
1950, debate began on the 
effect of Serratia marce- 


scens bacteria, the Star 
said. 
The McClellan _ tests 


involved spraying bacteria 
into the air from aircraft, 
exploding dozens of bacte- 
ria-filled bombs and dis- 
persing clouds of bacteria 
through powerful genera- 
tors, according to the gov- 
ernment documents. 

According to a 1953 
Army report, the purpose 
of the tests from July 16 to 
Sept. 28, 1952 was “to 
determine some potentiali- 
ties of the tactical use of 
biological warfare.” 

In 1951, 98 pneumonia 
cases were reported in Cal- 
houn County, 4.6 percent of 
the state’s total. In 1952, 
333 cases were reported, or 
12.3 percent. In 1952, 29 
people died of pneumonia 
in the county. The following 
year, 139 cases were 
reported, or 4 percent of 
the total. 

By 1969, the military 
officially recognized that 
Serratia marcescens. had 
“limited pathogenic (dis- 
ease causing) capabilities 
and should not be used for 
study of experimental 
infections in man. . . (it is) 
an opportunist, producing 
disease if man is exposed to 
large doses and-or when the 
body defenses are wea- 
kened by debilitory disease, 
drug abuse or antibiotics.” 

During the 1950 Califor- 
nia tests, a combined 
Army-Navy operation used 
both kinds of bacteria. 
Without informing the resi- 
dents of San Francisco, mil- 
itary personnel sprayed 


concentrations of the two 
bacteria into the air from a 
ship. The presence of the 
bacteria at different points 
in the city was then 
recorded. 

Several cases of infection 
by chromobacteria, a group 
to which Serratia marce- 


scens belongs, were 
reported within weeks 
after the tests. 


On May 20, 1952, Crea- 
sey, the commanding gen- 
eral of the research and 
engineering command of 
the Army Chemical Center, 
issued a confidential order 
ordering a halt to tests 
involving use of “viable 
non-pathogenic organisms 

. over populated areas 
which contain hospitals or 


similar institutions,” the 
Star said. 
Other Army officials pro- 


tested Creasey’s order as 
over-reaction to the Cali- 
fornia tests, the newspaper 
said. A committee was 
formed to study the Serra- 
tia marcescens’ effects — 
the summer the tests were 
conducted at Fort McClel- 
lan. 

The committee reported 
on Aug. 5, 1952 that the bac- 
teria should continue to be 
used in tests, even over 
populated areas, but moni- 
toring should be conducted 
to determine whether the 
infections were “purely 
coincidental or . . . related 
to biological warfare field 
tests,” the Star said. 

_It was unknown whether 
such monitoring was con- 
ducted or whether there 
were any other tests after 
1952. 

Military use of Serratia 
marcescens has _ been 
strictly limited since 1969. 


’ 


